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µIn the second half of the 20th century a new alliance was formed between political aspirations for a 
healthy population and personal aspirations to be well: health was to be ensured by instrumentalising 
anxiety and shaping the hopes and fears of individuals and families for their own bLRORJLFDOGHVWLQ\¶
(Rose, 2001: 17) 
µWe should design policies that help the least sophisticated people in society while imposing the 
VPDOOHVWSRVVLEOHFRVWVRQWKHPRVWVRSKLVWLFDWHG¶(Thaler and Sunstein, 2009: 252) 
Introduction 
This paper uses critical PXOWLPRGDOGLVFRXUVHDQDO\VLVWRH[DPLQHWKH8.JRYHUQPHQW¶V
flagship anti-obesity policy intervention µ&KDQJHOLIH¶KHUHDIWHU&//DXQFKHGLQ
this is the longest-running campaign of its kind and the most extensive application of a 
relatively new, subtly coercive, and morally questionable SROLF\WHFKQLTXHNQRZQDVµQXGJH¶
C4L is a social marketing campaign targeting children and young parents in which the 
government collaborates with private-sector partners and uses commercial marketing 
techniques in order to influence lifestyle behaviours. Such government partnership with the 
private sector is not without precedent in public health campaigns (Lupton, 1995) and holds 
critical implications for the commodification of public health and in particular the 
reconfiguration of political subjects (citizens) as consumers. Lupton (1995, 2015, p. 6) argues 
that such campaigns have an inherently pedagogical function, positioning themselves as 
sources of expert knowledge and scientific truth, to inform and steer target audiences towards 
PRUHµUDWLRQDO¶KHDOWK-promoting norms of behaviour. From a critical perspective this begs 
WKHTXHVWLRQKRZVXFKµH[SHUWGLVFRXUVHV¶IXQFWLRQDVDµSROLWLFVRIWUXWK¶(Lemke, 2000) and 
penetrate the most private aspects of everyday life (eating, drinking, exercising) to manage 
the population and their lifestyle practices. Thus I contend that C4L can usefully be 
XQGHUVWRRGIURPDJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\SHUVSHFWLYHFRQFHUQLQJµWKHJRYHUQPHQWRIFRQGXFW¶
EHFDXVHLWVHHNVWRPDQDJHWKHSRSXODWLRQE\JRYHUQLQJµDWDGLVWDQFH¶IDYRXULQJVHOI-
disciplinary control over more coercive forms of state power.  
Moreover, in so far as this policy monitors population trends for example through statistical 
PRGHOOLQJDQGLGHQWLILHVµGHYLDQW¶SUDFWLFHVDQGWKHUHE\µDWULVN¶WDUJHWJURXSV(Butland et al. 
2007)LWLVDOVRDIRUPRIµELRSROLWLFV¶EULQJLQJPDWWHUVRIHYHU\GD\OLIHVW\OHµLQWRWKHUHDOP
of explicit calculations and [making] knowledge-power an agent of the transformation of 
KXPDQOLIH¶(Foucault 1976). Indeed, scholars in critical sociology demonstrate the 
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FRQWHPSRUDU\UHOHYDQFHRI)RXFDXOW¶VDQDO\WLFVRISRZHUDVZD\RIXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKH
development of advanced liberalism in general (Lemke, 2000, 2010) and public health in 
particular (Ayo 2012; Lawless, Coveney, and MacDougal 2014). However, as Gagnon et al 
argue (2010, p. 251),  understanding how this type of non-coercive power is instantiated in 
specific FRQWH[WVDOVRUHTXLUHVGHWDLOHGWH[WXDODQDO\VLVµRIWKHWHFKQLFDOPHDQV
WHFKQRORJLHVE\ZKLFKWKHFRQGXFWVRILQGLYLGXDOVDUHUHJXODWHG¶ 
In this paper I therefore draw on the Foucauldian concepts of governmentality and biopolitics 
to conceptualise how this campaign ± and more generally nudge - attempts to manage (one 
area of) public health by enlisting individuals in practices of self-regulation, while leaving 
unchallenged material and cultural inequalities. Employing multimodal critical discourse 
analysis (Machin and Mayr 2012; Machin and Mayr 2013) I analyse twenty six TV adverts 
broadcast since 2009 and identify three intersecting multimodal techniques: (1) the 
representation of (northern, working class) lifestyles as delinquent (2) a discourse of risk and 
WKUHDWPRELOLVHGWKURXJKHPRWLRQDOPDQLSXODWLRQDQGDGLVFRXUVHRIµVPDUWHU¶
consumerism. 
I begin by outlining the broader political economic context in which neoliberal principles and 
the politics of risk and futurity help shape the agenda for public policy. Drawing on the 
concept of µJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\¶,DVVHVVZKDW kinds of roles, relations and responsibilities for 
citizens and state this implies. Applying these insights to the question of public health, I 
review the health promotion literature and discuss the links between prominent 
communication strategies and the (biopolitical) regulation of everyday lives. Turning to the 
case study examined in this paper, the C4L campaign, I begin by tracing its political origins 
WRWKHLQFUHDVLQJLQIOXHQFHDPRQJSROLF\PDNHUVRIEHKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFVRUµQXGJH¶,
critically examine some of the core theoretical assumptions behind nudge and argue that it 
constitutes a technique of governmentality which is compatible with neoliberal values. I then 
turn to the C4L campaign materials, focussing on a corpus of 26 TV adverts1 and the C4L 
brand to demonstrate how this works in practice.  
Governmentality, neoliberalism and the politics of risk 
Governmentality is a theory of how expertise-led control over individual behaviour emerged 
as a technique of political rule. It encompasses the array of institutions, relations and 
practices through which the social and economic wellbeing of a territory and its population 
are managed. Its enactment varies historically, for example in the early C20th it operated 
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WKURXJKWKHLQVWLWXWLRQVRIWKHµZHOIDUHVWDWH¶ZKHUHDVVLQFHWKHPLG&th  it has taken the 
form of neoliberalism (T. Lemke 2000), whose apparatuses of power and control have been 
the subject of extensive critical scholarship. Neoliberalism can be understood both as an 
ideology and as a set of practical strategies for governing (Rose 1993). Key principles include 
a commitment to market liberalism, minimal regulation, and individual entrepreneurial 
freedoms. As a political project it is partly an articulation of perceived problems with liberal 
welfare (Rose 1993). Thus expert knowledge/power was reconfigured, taking it from the 
hands of bureau-professionals of the welfare state and putting it into those of managers, 
auditors, consumers, and the market. This also reshapes social relations in important ways 
since it increasingly seeks to govern through the regulated choices of individuals. The new 
subject of political rule is the flexible, responsible, risk-prepared citizen-consumer. 
Meanwhile the apparatuses of state comprise more devolved, part-private networks, while 
discourses of the market and consumer choice proliferate (Newman 2005). This does not, 
however, imply a retreating state. While it steps back from sole financial and organisational 
UHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUZHOIDUHLWUHFDVWVLWVHOILQDQµHQDEOLQJ¶UROHDXWKRUFLWDWLRQµHQWLFLQJRU
QXGJLQJFLWL]HQVWRµWDNHUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶IRUWKHLUOLYHVDQGWKHLUFRPPXQLWLHV¶(Peeters 2013, 
584). Key discourses which underpin this new relationship between state and citizen are 
µULVN¶µUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶DQGµSDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶(Lupton 1999; Peeters 2013; Petersen and Lupton 
1996). The relation between citizen and state is represented as a contract involving the 
hegemonic and potentially anti-democratic presumption of shared interests between citizen 
and state (PeeterV3RZHULVQRWFRHUFLYHEXWUDWKHULQYROYHVDIRUPRIµPDQDJHG
DXWRQRP\¶LQZKLFKIUHHEXWUHVSRQVLEOHFLWL]HQVDUHVWHHUHGWRZDUGVEHKDYLRXUVWKDWPDWFK
SROLF\DLPVDQGFRQWULEXWHWRµFRPPRQLQWHUHVWV¶)LUVWDPRQJWKHVHFRPPRQLQWHUHVWVLV
avoiding risk.  
 
$FHQWUDOSUHRFFXSDWLRQRIWKHµHQDEOLQJ¶VWDWHLVWKXVWKHLGHQWLILFDWLRQFDOLEUDWLRQDQG
management of risk; predicting and preventing environmental, geopolitical, and biopolitical 
threats (Lupton 1999). This gives rise to a pre-emptive (rather than purely predictive) form of 
politics which intervenes now to deal with future threats. There is, of course, a temporal 
paradox in this since, as Massumi (2010) has shown, by acting upon a possible threat we 
make it real, bringing the consequences of a potential future eventuality into the present. This 
involves two things: prediction and fear. Firstly the modern state marshals an array of expert 
V\VWHPVRUµFDOFXODWLYHGHYLFHV¶(Coleman 2014) with which to assess possible threats. For 
example, the C4L health policy is legitimated on the basis of recontextualised and distorted 
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VWDWLVWLFDOPRGHOOLQJRIIXWXUHFKLOGKRRGREHVLW\WUHQGVOHDGLQJWRFODLPVWKDWµQLQHRXWRIWHQ
of our children will grow up to have dangerouVOHYHOVRIIDWLQWKHLUERGLHV¶2 (author citation). 
Secondly, pre-emptive politics rely on emotions: a predicted eventuality must be affectively 
judged to be a threat, something to fear. Rising obesity levels are thus represented as a 
disease risk and economic burden (Glaze and Richardson 2017)µ7KHIHOWUHDOLW\RIWKUHDW
OHJLWLPDWHVSUHHPSWLYHDFWLRQ¶(Massumi 2010, 54) so that regardless of whether the threat is 
UHDOLWLVEURXJKWWKURXJKIHDULQWRWKHSUHVHQWDVDQµDQWLFLSDWRU\UHDOLW\¶DQGDFWHGXSRQas 
if it were a fact.  
 
To summarise, neoliberalism is a set of principles and beliefs about effective governance of 
economy and civil society which is committed to market liberalism and minimal government 
intervention. The coQFHSWRIµJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\¶KHOSVHYDOXDWHWKHFKDQJLQJUROHVDQG
relations this entails for citizens and the state. Risk is largely managed pre-emptively by 
PRELOLVLQJLQGLYLGXDOFLWL]HQV¶UHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUWKHLURZQZHOOEHLQJ3RZHUWKXVRSHUDWHV
through biopolitical techniques of surveillance and calculation, and (at least in the context of 
VRFLDOZHOIDUHDQµHQDEOLQJ¶JRYHUQPHQWVWHHUVVHOI-GLVFLSOLQDU\VXEMHFWVWRZDUGVµUDWLRQDO¶
behaviours that are compatible with policy goals.  
 
Public health promotion 
 
In public health, the centrality of preemptive politics helps explain the proliferation in recent 
decades of health promotion strategies (campaigns, insurance schemes, private gyms, and the 
range of market-OHGµWHFKQRORJLHVRIKHDOWKLVP¶$V5RVHH[SODLQVµHYHU\FLWL]HQPXVWQRZ
become an active partner in the drive for health, accepting their responsibility for securing 
WKHLURZQZHOOEHLQJ¶(2001, 6). The Bangkok charter on public health in fact recognised the 
LPSRUWDQFHRIWDFNOLQJXQGHUO\LQJFDXVHVRIKHDOWKLQHTXDOLW\FDOOLQJIRUµVWURQJ
intergovernmentDODJUHHPHQWV¶DQGµHIIHFWLYHPHFKDQLVPVIRU JOREDOJRYHUQDQFH«WR
DGGUHVVDOOWKHKDUPIXOHIIHFWVRIWUDGHSURGXFWVVHUYLFHVDQGPDUNHWLQJVWUDWHJLHV¶(WHO, 
2005, p. 4). In practice, however, health promotion campaigns focussing on individual 
lifestyle choices are given disproportionate attention and funding (Ayo 2012). Wider social 
determinants of health inequalities may be talked about in political debates but these are 
quickly suppressed when it comes to policy implementation. This is particularly true of 
obesity, which tends to be framed in individualistic, rather than systemic terms (Ayo 2012; 
Lawrence 2004). Paradoxically, however, while the risks and thus remedy may be framed in 
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individual terms, the threat of obesity (notably economic) tends to be framed as one that 
affects the whole of society.  
 
A discourse of risk is thus a central theme underpinning public health campaigns (Ayo 2012; 
Brookes and Harvey 2015; Gagnon, Jacob, and Holmes 2010; Kwauk 2012). It has strong ties 
to the world of medicine and presupposes that risk can be objectively identified and 
measured. Due to its claims to scientific neutrality it is taken as a basis for judgments about 
what are ethical, rational, and responsible forms of personal conduct. By extension, it is also 
DVVXPHGWREHDUHOLDEOHSUHGLFWLYHWRROZLWKZKLFKWRLGHQWLI\µDWULVN¶WDUJHWJURXSVZKRVH
behaviour is judged to be irrational, even pathological (Petersen and Lupton 1996). Arguably 
the most emotively powerful form of risk is the threat of possible disease. In anti-obesity 
campaigns fatness is routinely medicalised and represented as a disease risk (Evans 2006; 
Kwauk 2012), while sexual health or anti-smoking campaigns frequently use explicit and 
emotive representations of disease like tar-filled lungs or lurid descriptions of genital lesions 
and sexual dysfunction (Gagnon, Jacob, and Holmes 2010; Lupton 2015). Indeed, the 
disciplinary success (mobilising individual action) of preemptive health campaigns rests on 
WKHLUDELOLW\WRµFUHDWHDVSDFHRIIHDU¶(Massumi 1993, 23). As this fear is translated into 
strategies for dealing with the threat of disease, strongly emotional and moral judgments are 
formed about how people should rationally and responsibly behave. In turn, this readily leads 
to stigmatisation in cases where preemptive policies aim to identify and tDUJHWµDWULVN¶VXE
populations, especially when this is coupled with an individual framing of risk which sees it 
as being voluntarily acquired (e.g through poor lifestyle choices). The social consequences 
are all the more concerning where children and/or parents are thus targeted through 
biopolitical technologies of surveillance (e.g. the UK school weighing programme; market 
research and population profiling) or self-diagnosis through questionnaires and surveys 
(Brookes and Harvey 2015; Evans 2006). These processes serve as mechanisms of 
µVHJUHJDWLRQDQGVRFLDOKLHUDUFKL]DWLRQ«JXDUDQWHHLQJUHOations of domination and effects of 
KHJHPRQ\¶(Foucault 1976).  
 
The consequences can be both psychological and material, and they can be enduring. Much 
research on obesity policy has identified the damaging psychological effects of campaigns 
targeted at young people, leading to body image anxieties and even self-harm or eating 
disorders (Evans 2006; Fullager 2009; Kwauk 2012). Moreover, these may intersect with 
wider public discourses of blame and shame to legitimate punitive measures like denying 
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smokers and obese people access to health care or welfare support. For instance, in their 
analysis of UK public discourses on food banks and obesity, Glaze and Richardson (2017) 
identify a government strategy of moralising these problems as failures of the working class 
DQGWKHLUµSRRUFKRLFHV¶,QDW\SLFDOO\QHROLEHUDOGLVFRXUVHWKH\DUJXHµPRUDOMXGJPHQWV
about errant behaviour [are used] as a way to govern consumption without interfering with 
WKHLGHRORJLFDOSULQFLSOHRIDOORZLQJXQUHVWULFWHGPDUNHWH[FKDQJH¶LELGS7KHUHKDVEHHQ
a steady annual increase in UK food poverty since 2008, with over a million emergency food 
supplies given to families in 2016-173. And yet rather than attributing the dramatic increase 
LQIRRGSRYHUW\WRDXVWHULW\SROLFLHVOLNHWKHSXQLWLYHµXQLYHUVDOFUHGLW¶ZRUNIDUHV\VWHP
(Jitendra, Thorogood, and Hadfield-Spoor 2017), the Cameron government (2010-16) blamed 
WKHµIHFNOHVV¶SRRUIRUVHHNLQJIUHHKDQGRXWVQRWPDQDJLQJWKHLUILQDQFHVQRWNQRZLQJKRZ
to cook, and making poor choices with their money, spending it on fripperies like tattoos 
(Glaze and Richardson, 2017).  
 
Thus in a similar strategy to that observed in Swedish reality TV (Eriksson 2017), a 
neoliberal discourse of (poor) consumer choice is used to construct pathological and irrational 
identities for the working classes, whose purported ignorance and lack of self-control is used 
to ridicule and delegitimise them. In this sense public health discourse, far from intervening 
to help the most vulnerable in society, can potentially reproduce class disadvantage. The 
ideological potency of the predictive science of risk can condemn children to a life of social 
exclusion by virtue of their supposed pathologies: in the words of  an Australian health care 
professional, µWKHVHNLGVDUHJRLQJWRJURZXSWREHG\VIXQFWLRQDOSHRSOH¶(Lawless et al., 
2014, p. 422). However, as Fullager (2009) notes, risk takes many forms. She found that 
poorer families targeted by an Australian anti-obesity campaign continually weighed up 
physical, psychological and moral risks to their family life (for instance the dangers of letting 
children play out in local parks frequented by drug-users). Similarly an ethnographic study 
ZLWKZRUNLQJFODVVPRWKHUVLQWKH8.IRXQGWKDWJLYLQJWKHIDPLO\DµIDYRXULWHMXQNIRRGIRU
WHD¶VHQGVDVWURQJPHVVDge of love and care in circumstances where children are struggling 
with stress and conflict at school in deprived areas (Gillies 2006). In short, the complex 
PDWHULDOFXOWXUDODQGSROLWLFDOREVWDFOHVWRDFKLHYLQJµKHDOWK\PLGGOHFODVVOLIHVW\OHV¶DUH
often ignored in public health campaigns, which favour instead an emotionally laden, 
neoliberal discourse of risk and individual pathology.   
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To conclude, preemptive (bio)politics is a key strategy of neoliberal governance which 
assigns primary responsibility for health and wellbeing to citizen-consumers. Public health 
discourses play a key role in this, dispensing expert scientific knowledge about disease risk, 
LQVWLOOLQJIHDUWKURXJKµVKRFN-WDFWLFV¶DQGSDWKRORJLVLQJµDWULVN¶JURXSVLQRUGHUWRPRELOLVH
greater self-GLVFLSOLQHDQGFRQIRUPLW\WRµQRUPDO¶KHDOWK-promoting behaviours. In this sense 
modern biopolitics is contingent on shaping individual psychology which, as Rose (2001, 17) 
DUJXHVPDNHVLWLVDGHHSO\SHUVRQDOIRUPRISRZHUµLQVWUXPHQWDOLVLQJDQ[LHW\DQGVKDSLQJ
WKHIHDUVDQGKRSHVRILQGLYLGXDOIDPLOLHVIRUWKHLURZQELRORJLFDOGHVWLQ\¶)RUWKLVUHDVRQLW
is perhaps unsurprising that governments are increasingly turning to insights from 
behavioural psychology ± RUµQXGJH¶- in formulating social policy interventions. Indeed, in 
the UK context, the origins of the C4L campaign are closely bound up with the political 
discovery of nudge.  
 
Nudge and the origins of the µ&KDQJH/LIH¶FDPSDLJQ 
7KHVREULTXHWµQXGJH¶ZDVFRLQHGE\WZR$PHULFDQDFDGHPLFV5LFKDUG7KDOHUDQG&DVV
Sunstein, authors of the popular and influential book Nudge: improving decisions about 
health, wealth, and happiness (2008). In it they advocate a tecKQLTXHFDOOHGµFKRLFH
DUFKLWHFWXUH¶LQYROYLQJVXEWOHDGMXVWPHQWVWRRXUGHFLVLRQ-making environments, so as to 
steer us towards µbetter¶PRUHµUDWLRQDO¶ choices. Applied to public policy, the approach 
claims to offer a technology for governing that can affect individual behaviours and secure 
greater policy compliance. Nudge is premised on the behavioural economic argument that far 
IURPEHLQJWKHµUDWLRQDOXWLOLW\-PD[LPL]HUV¶RIQHROLEHUDOLVP¶VFODVVLFHFRQRPLFWKHRU\ZH
are inherently flawed decision-makers (Kahneman 1994). It aims to exploit these 
µLUUDWLRQDOLWLHV¶LQVXFKDZD\DVWRVWHHUXVWRZDUGVZKDWDUHGHHPHGWREHEHQHILFHQWHQGV
As I shall argue below, its model of (ir)rationality, narrow conception of autonomy, and 
inherently manipulative mode of power have highly problematic ethical implications for the 
public sphere.  
Nudge is particularly associated with the Conservative government, which has its own 
%HKDYLRXUDO,QVLJKWV7HDPRUµ1XGJH8QLW¶DOWKRXJKLWVLQIOXHQFHLQ8.SROLWLFVLQIDFWSUH-
dates the current government DQGLQGHHGWKHSXEOLFDWLRQRIµ1XGJH¶. The preceding Labour 
government began experimenting with soft paternalism, drawing on well-rehearsed 
techniques of corporate marketing as a basis for non-coercive preference-shaping in public 
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policy (Whitehead et al. 2012). Meanwhile in a Cabinet Office report, the behavioural 
economist and government advisor David Halpern outlined how soft compulsion could be 
XVHGWREULQJDERXWEHKDYLRXUFKDQJHZLWKJRYHUQPHQWµDFWLQJDVDPRUHHIIHFWLYH
µSHUVXDGHU¶>DORQJVLGH@DQDJHQGDRIHQKDQFHGSHUVRQDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶(Halpern et al. 2004, 
4). This report was then cited in the government-commissioned  Foresight report on obesity 
(Butland et al. 2007)ZKLFKIHDWXUHVµEHKDYLRXUV¶DPRQJLWVWRSNH\ZRUGVFROORFDWLQJ
ZLWKµLQGLYLGXDO¶DQGµFKDQJH¶4. This report, the work of epidemiologists and   social 
statisticians, was tKHNH\VRXUFHRIVFLHQWLILFHYLGHQFHIRUWKH/DERXUJRYHUQPHQW¶VDQWL-
obesity policy (Department of Health 2008), culminating in the launch in 2009 of the C4L 
campaign. The accompanying policy document also explicitly acknowledges the influence of 
behavioural economics in its design (Department of Health 2009). Moreover, as I argue 
below, the discourse used in this policy initiative reflects some of the core principles of 
nudge. Such is the popularity among policy circles of this campaign that its life has been 
extended under each subsequent government.  
The bipartisan appeal of nudge can be explained on a number of levels: financial, political, 
cultural and ideological. Firstly, nudge is cheaper than regulatory and fiscal alternatives, thus 
making it an attractive complement to austerity policies. Secondly, its efficacy is largely 
unprovable, while at the same time allowing governments to show they are taking action. 
Thirdly, nudge draws on technologies of discourse proven to succeed in the marketplace and 
thereby resonates with a generation of people increasingly oriented to such consumer-based 
forms of relation and identification. Finally, the ideological principles underpinning nudge 
claim to address fundamental challenges of neoliberal politics.  Critics have variously dubbed 
WKHDSSURDFKµQHXURSROLWLFV¶(Whitehead et al. 2012) RUµVRIWQHROLEHUDOLVP¶(Wilkins 2013), 
while proponents defend it in WKHQDPHRIµOLEHUWDULDQSDWHUQDOLVP¶/3(Thaler & Sunstein, 
2003). It offers, they argue, a means to address some of the social, cultural and economic 
instabilities of the modern state (e.g.: environmental sustainability, gambling, petty crime, 
ageingELQJHGULQNLQJREHVLW\ZKLOHUHWDLQLQJWKHOLEHUWDULDQSULQFLSOHRIµORZFRVWWR
SHUVRQDOIUHHGRP¶,QGHHGWKH\FKDUDFWHULVH/3DVµ7KH5HDO7KLUG:D\¶FDSDEOHRI
µKHOS>Lng] the less sophisticated people in society while imposing the smallest possible costs 
RQWKHPRVWVRSKLVWLFDWHG¶7KDOHUDQG6XQVWHLQ7KXV, from a Foucauldian 
perspective nudge embodies a central tension that underlies neoliberal societies between 
IRVWHULQJIUHHVXEMHFWVDQGPDQDJLQJXQGHVLUDEOHEHKDYLRXUVRIWKHµOHVVVRSKLVWLFDWHG¶7KH
tension is partly resolved by co-opting µULVN\¶ individuals into the processes of policy by 
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encouraging them to regulate their own behaviours. In doing so, widening social inequalities 
are accepted and legitimated by activating individual responsibility in the name of a more 
EHQLJQµSDWHUQDOLVWLF¶OLEHUDOLVPViewed from this angle, nudge is a form of 
governmentality. 
0XFKRI7KDOHUDQG6XQVWHLQ¶VGHIHQFHRf nudge rests on preempting libertarian critiques that 
government interventions interfere with freedom of choice (Thaler and Sunstein 2003). 
Indeed, a crucial feature of nudge is its emphasis on non-coercion. However, as Goodwin 
(2012) argues, this is based on a limited, utilitarian conception of liberty as freedom from 
rather than genuinely empowering freedom to. Libertarian paternalism does nothing to 
DOOHYLDWHWKHµDUELWUDULQHVVRIVRFLDODQGQDWXUDOFRQWLQJHQFLHV¶(Rawls 1999) which produce 
unequal abilities to take advantage of the choice opportunities provided by nudges. In fact, 
the advanced liberal state is not concerned with the acceptance and preservation of freedom 
as a pre-given, but rather with its ongoing manufacture as a technology of (self)-governance 
(Foucault 2007). Nudge thus provides a policy framework in which to construct more 
amenable subjectivities in the putative exercise of free choice. Rather than mitigating 
neoliberalism, it provides a mechanism for its continued political legitimation.  
The conceptual underpinnings of nudge can be traced back to work in psychology and 
behavioural economics (Tversky and Kahneman 1981; Kahneman and Tversky 1984), and in 
particular the theory RIµERXQGHGUDWLRQDOLW\¶7KDOHUDQG6XQVWHLQDUJXHWKDWZH
operate with two cognitive systems: the Reflective and the Automatic, with the latter being 
the dominant force shaping decision-making processes. Thus we are prone to make rather 
poor decisions that are not necessarily in our own interest, as a result of environmental 
conditions like partial or unevenly framed information, alongside various cognitive 
limitations like imperfect reasoning or memory, inertia, emotional biases like a preference for 
the status quo, and a tendency to rely on mental shortcuts. Nudges exploit this by making 
subtle adjustments to our decision-making environment (e.g. changing default options or 
reframing messages) so as to make better choices (as prescribed by policy experts) easier or 
more attractive. Thus rather than provide the institutional and discursive spaces within which 
to stimulate rational deliberation over, say, public health, nudge is designed to strategically 
exploit our supposed limited rationality.  
Nudge is premised on an ancient, well-rehearsed and highly problematic dualism between the 
UDWLRQDODQGWKHHPRWLRQDO7KHDUJXPHQWLVWKDWRXUWHQGHQF\WRZDUGVµFRJQLWLYHHDVH¶
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(mental laziness) means that Automatic, irrational desires (e.g. immediate gratification) and 
fears (e.g. losing what we already have) tend to impede our ability to make more rational 
GHFLVLRQV,QIDFWWKHVHLGHDVFDQEHWUDFHGDVIDUEDFNDV-HUHP\%HQWKDP¶VXWLOLWDULDQLVP
+LVµD[LRPVRIPHQWDOSDWKRORJ\¶LGHQWLILHGORVVDYHUVLRQVWDWXVTXRELDVDQGOD]LQHVVRU
µWKHLQWHUHVWRIWKHSLOORZ¶DVLPSRUWDQWPHFKDQLVPVLQGHWHUPLQLQJKDSSLQHVV1983: 85, 
cited in Quinn (2016: 7). 
When applied to welfare policy this utilitarian approach raises critical concerns about the 
YDOLGLW\DQGDXWKRULW\RIµH[SHUWLVH¶(Wilkins 2013, 400), since it gives licence to policy 
PDNHUVWRSDWKRORJLVHFLWL]HQV¶QDWXUDOEHKDYLRXUVDVLQKHUHQWO\LUUDWLRQDODQGLQQHHGRI
µUDWLRQDOLVLQJ¶FRUUection by experts, effectively rewriting the neoliberal narrative of the 
political subject. It is a short step from this to pathologise the individuals who display those 
behaviours, labelling them as deviant or abnormal. In fact, Thaler and Sunstein provide 
exactly the ammunition to do this by suggesting that  these cognitive resources (the 
operations of the Automatic and Reflective systems) are not distributed evenly across the 
SRSXODWLRQKHQFHWKHLUGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHOHVVDQGWKHPRVWµVRSKLVWLFDWHG¶. We are 
JLYHQWKHDQDORJ\RI6WDU7UHN¶V0U6SRFNDVWKHDUFKHW\SDOXVHURIKLV5HIOHFWLYH6\VWHP,Q
his decision-making rationality is paramount. Thaler and Sunstein contrast this with Homer 
6LPSVRQZKRLVGRPLQDWHGE\KLV$XWRPDWLF6\VWHPµ2QHRIRXUPDMRUJRDOV«LVWRVHH
how the world might be made easier, or safer, for the Homers among us (and the Homer 
lurking somewhere in each of us). If people can rely on their Automatic Systems without 
getting into terrible trouble, their lives should be easLHUEHWWHUDQGORQJHU¶Thus 
nudge takes this highly problematic separation of the rational and the emotional and 
politicises it further by suggesting civil society can be divided into the rational versus the 
irrational µ+RPHUV¶ZKRVKRXOGEHQudged out of their delinquency. 
This raises two important critical questionsZKRH[DFWO\DUHWKHµOHVVVRSKLVWLFDWHGLQVRFLHW\¶
and by what discursive processes are they categorised thus? In the case of C4L we must 
therefore ask which (potentially obese) sub-groups are targeted through this campaign. This 
involves looking not only at how social actors are represented in the adverts (section 8 below) 
but also the discourse practices whereby certain sections of the population were. 
EHKDYLRXUDOO\µSURILOHG¶in preparation for this social marketing campaign. In 2006 
JRYHUQPHQWVHWXSWKH1DWLRQDO6RFLDO0DUNHWLQJ&HQWUHWRFRQGXFWµDXGLHQFHVHJPHQWDWLRQ¶
UHVHDUFKLQRUGHUWRSURGXFHDW\SRORJ\RIWKHPRVWDWULVNIDPLOLHVZKLFKµH[KLELWHG
behaviours and held attitudes with regard to diet and activity that suggested their children 
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ZHUHDWULVNRIEHFRPLQJREHVH¶(DOH, 2009, p. 19). In turn this was used as the basis for 
identifying a set of behaviours and attitudes that would be targeted and problematized in 
C4L. The influence of nudge is evident here when we map the delinquent behaviours 
identified in C4L (DOH, 2009, p. 19) RQWRWKHFRJQLWLYHIODZVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHµ$XWRPDWLF
6\VWHP¶UHVSRQVLEOHIRURXUSRRUGHFLVLRQ-making (Thaler and Sunstein 2009). Thus the 
target of C4L is: 
Automatic System  
µFRJQLWLYHIODZV¶ 
 
µ$WULVN¶GLVSRVLWLRQVWDUJHWHGLQ&/ 
 
Unreflective  µUHFRJQLVHVFKLOGKRRGREHVLW\LVDSUREOHPEXWGRHVQRW
EHOLHYHWKHLURZQFKLOGLVRYHUZHLJKW¶ 
Short-termist µSULRULWLVHVWKHLUFKLOG¶VLPPHGLDWHgratification over their 
ORQJWHUPKHDOWK¶ 
Uses bad heuristics µURXWLQHO\XQGHUHVWLPDWHVDPRXQWVWKHLUFKLOGUHQHDWDQG
RYHUHVWLPDWHVKRZPXFKWKH\H[HUFLVH¶ 
Influenced by social 
stereotypes 
µSHUFHLYHVKHDOWKOLYLQJWREHDPLGGOHFODVVDVSLUDWLRQ¶ 
 
The C4L policy intervention is thus SUHPLVHGRQWKHDVVXPSWLRQWKDWDWWKHKHDUWRIµWKH8.¶V
JUHDWHVWSXEOLFKHDOWKFULVLV¶DUHIODZHGDWWLWXGHVDPRQJµDWULVN¶JURXSV2EHVLW\LVDSUREOHP
which correlates strongly with social deprivation: the most deprived 10% of children are 
WZLFHDVOLNHO\WREHREHVHDVWKHLUOHDVWGHSULYHGFRXQWHUSDUWV,QGHHGWKHµDWULVN¶FOXVWHU
families identified above demographically fit this pattern. However, individualised solutions 
are ultimately acknowledged to be more attractive: 
µ6ROXWLRQVWRDGGUHVVWKHREHVRJHQLFHQYLURQPHQWVXFKDVFKDQJHVLQWUDQVSRUWLQIUDVWUXFWXUH
DQGXUEDQGHVLJQ«FDQEHPRUHGLIILFXOWDQGFRVWO\WKDQWDUJHWLQJLQWHUYHQWLRQDWWKHJURXS
IDPLO\RULQGLYLGXDO¶(Butland et al., 2007: 11) 
Hausman and Welch (2010) suggest that individual nudges should be assessed on the basis of 
a kind of moral cost-benefit analysis wherein, for example, the societal benefits of a Texan 
anti-littering campaign cited by Thaler and Sunstein outweigh the relatively minor costs to 
personal autonomy. I would go further and argue that in addition to an ethical critique, it is 
important to understand how nudge is an expression of neoliberal governance, and how its 
SUHVXPSWLRQRIµLUUDWLRQDO¶WDUJHWDXGLHQFHVKHOSVUHSURGXFHDQGHQGRUVHWKH social practices 
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and unequal relations of consumer capitalism. A governmentality perspective, I argue, helps 
focus critical attention on the problematic model of rationality which underpins nudge. From 
this perspective rationality is not a matter of transcendental reason against which normative 
MXGJPHQWVFDQEHPDGHGLYLGLQJWKHSRSXODWLRQLQWRWKHµPRUH¶DQGµOHVV¶VRSKLVWLFDWHGEXW
instead a matter of historically embedded social relations (Lemke, 2000). Thus it forces us to 
FRQVLGHUWKHOLQNVEHWZHHQDSHUVRQ¶VPDWHULDODQGVRFLDOFLUFXPVWDQFHVDQGWKHLUDELOLW\WR
HQJDJHLQµUDWLRQDO¶GHFLVLRQ-making. As Rose (2001) argues, understanding the operation of 
µELRSRZHU¶LQODWHPRGHUQLW\ is a matter of identifying the practices of governmentality that 
produce  compliant, self-disciplinary subjects. Here I take up this question by examining their 
realisation in the C4L campaign.  
Multimodal critical discourse approach 
CDA offers a useful analytical framework for approaching this problem since it offers a 
detailed theoretical account of the role of semiosis in mediating and structuring social life 
(Fairclough 2005). Given its dialectical ontology, CDA engages in transdisciplinary dialogue 
with social scientific theory in order to illuminate the role of language in structuring social 
practices. Here I bring the concepts of governmentality and biopower into dialogue with the 
multimodal analysis of discourse to examine the strategies used in C4L to target certain sub-
populations and secure their self-disciplinary governance by means of expert knowledge . I 
begin by examining the range of discourse and social practices which intersect to produce this 
policy intervention, since these help explain the genres, discourses, and styles which it draws 
on (Fairclough, 2005).  I then investigate the semiotic resources  used to convey the policy 
problem and HQOLVWµDWULVN¶FLWL]HQVLQWKHDFWLYHUHJXODWLRQRIWKHLURZQOLIHDQGKHDOWKI 
therefore ask: 
x How does C4L represent its target audience and encourage identification?  
x How does C4L represent its core policy message of disease risk?  
x How does C4L encourage active engagement?  
To this end I draw on the model of multimodal critical discourse analysis proposed by 
Machin and Mayr (2012; Machin and Mayr 2013). This approach is derived from social 
semiotics (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996; Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001) and argues that the 
critical analyses of texts can be enriched by examining the full range of communicative 
modes through which meaning is produced. In the following analysis I treat language (spoken 
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narratives), visuals (cartoon setting, animated characters, design features), and audio (music, 
VSHDNHUV¶YRLFHVDQGDFFHQWVDVWKHNH\VHPLRWLFUHVRXUFHVZKLFKFRPSULVHWKHGLVFRXUVHRI
C4L. I analyse the choices made by the creators of C4L in bringing these resources together 
WRDWWUDFWDQµDWULVN¶WDUJHWGHPRJUDSKLFDQGQXGJHWKHPWRZDUGVEHKDYLRXUVFRPSDWLEOHZLWK
policy aims. In investigating the first question I draw on the visual and linguistic 
representation of social actors (Van Leeuwen 2008) and the visual design (Kress and Van 
Leeuwen 1996) of the C4L family unit. The second question examines the recontextualisation 
of expert discourse (Van Leeuwen 1993) and the role of visual modality and metaphor in 
transforming it to fit the logic of preemptive politics and demands of governmentality. Finally 
the third question focuses on the strategic mixing of visual modalities and interdiscursive 
links to other discourse practices in order to produce consumerist forms of engagement. 
 
Overview: C4L as discourse practice 
The policy document launching C4L is confident about the efficacy of nudge, stating that the 
FDPSDLJQµZLOORIFRXUVHLQIOXHQFHWKHEHKDYLRXUVRIWRGD\¶VFKLOGUHQOHDGLQJWRDJUDGXDO
GHFUHDVHLQWKHSUHYDOHQFHRIREHVLW\¶-DUYLVHWDO,WVHHVVRFLDOPDUNHWLQJDVWKH
NH\WRWKLVJRDOE\SURYLGLQJµFUHDWLQJDFDPSDLJQWRFKDQJH«DWWLWXGHV¶DQGVXSSRUWLQJ
bHKDYLRXUFKDQJHWKURXJKDµFXVWRPHUUHODWLRQVKLSPDQDJHPHQW¶LELG)URPWKHRXWVHWC4L 
thus introduces the language and relations of the market. Indeed, social marketing by 
definition involves a partnership between government and business. French (2009: 2) defines 
it as µWKHV\VWHPDWLFXVHRIPDUNHWLQJFRQFHSWVDQGWHFKQLTXHVWRDFKLHYHVSHFLILFEHKDYLRXUDO
JRDOVIRUDVRFLDORUSXEOLFJRRG¶)UHQFK In effect it is a vehicle for 
recontextualising in public policy the discourse practices, values, and social relations of the 
commercial sector. Like commercial marketing it aims to influence behaviour, but instead of 
a product it promotes a set of values, norms and practices. Corporate sponsors include 
supermarkets Tesco and Asda and the manufacturers Unilever, Pepsico, and Kelloggs, all 
PDMRUSURGXFHUVRIµMXQN¶IRRGDVZHOODVPDQ\RIWKHKHDOWKLHUµGLHW¶DOWHUQDWLYHVSURPRWHG
by C4L. The marketing company M&C Saatchi was commissioned to create the campaign 
DQGLWVµEUDQGDVVHWV¶: a brand logo (Fig 1) featuring colourful human figures, simple 2D 
DUWZRUNXVLQJEULJKWSULPDU\FRORXUVDQGWKHµCKDQJHOLIH¶VORJan along with various 
GHULYDWLYHVOLNHµVWDUWOLIH¶DQGµVZLPOLIH¶. The campaign itself comprises a series of genres: 
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a website, leaflets, merchandise, public information posters, and (the centre piece of the 
campaign) a series of 26 short adverts broadcast on TV since 2009.  
 
Figure 1: The Change4Life brand logo 
Child-oriented visual design 
It is predominantly children (embodied in animated cartoon characters) who ventriloquize the 
JRYHUQPHQW¶VSROLF\PHVVDJHLQC4L and the overall visual design is designed 
toattractchildren. 7KH&/FDPSDLJQDQGLWVEUDQGORJRDUHYLVXDOO\GLVWLQFWLYHDQGµdesigned 
to be accessible and fun... contain[ing] OLWWOHµSHRSOH¶ZKRVHSUHVHQFHJLYHVWKHLGHQWLW\
KXPDQLW\EXWWKH\KDYHQRJHQGHUDJHHWKQLFLW\RUZHLJKWVWDWXV¶Jarvis et al., 2009: 44). 
We might say that the C4L animated figures act as empty signifiers, through which the issue 
of obesity can be personalised, helping young viewers to recognise themselves in the depicted 
characters and their unhealthy lifestyles as they embark on their behaviour-change journey. 
The entire campaign uses a bright yellow, highly saturated, unmodulated background for all 
its communicationsFRQYH\LQJWKHDIIHFWLYHPHDQLQJVµZDUPVXQQ\SRVLWLYHDGYHQWXURXV¶
and constructing a generic, idealised version of reality. (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2002, 345). 
Such highly simplified visual imagery and bright primary colours are of course commonly 
used in texts and objects designed for children. As Machin & Thornborrow (2003: 460) 
observe such VHPLRWLFFKRLFHVFUHDWHDIDQWDV\WH[WZRUOGZKLFKDOORZVµWKHSURWDJRQLVW
LQFUHDVHGVSDFHIRUDJHQF\¶&UHDWLQJVXFKDZRUOGRISRVVLELOLW\IUHHGRPDQGDJHQF\
enables C4L to hand responsibility for tackling obesity to children and their families. 
Moreover these visual strategies are complemented by linguistic ones also designed to attract 
an audience of children:  IDLU\WDOHJHQUHFRQYHQWLRQVLQYROYLQJµRQFHXSRQDWLPH¶QDUUDWLYHV 
featuring child protagonists; VLPSOLILHGPRUDOIUDPLQJVLQWRµJRRG¶YVµEDG¶OLIHVW\OHKDELWV
a childlike register; and the voices of children.  
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The C4L adverts 
Each short C4L advert (typically less than a minute) follows a problem-solution pattern: the 
narrative describes risky lifestyle behaviours (idleness, overeating, eating junk food) and then 
JLYHVVFLHQWLILFDGYLFHRQKHDOWKDQGQXWULWLRQDGYRFDWLQJDKHDOWKLHUµ&KDQJHOLIH¶. The 
participants in these adverts are members of a typical nuclear family (mum, dad, daughter, 
son, dog), engaged in various domestic activities (mostly eating junk food and watching TV). 
The setting, a smallish, ordinary-looking family home, is depicted in colourful 2D, while the 
family members are animated plasticine figures. These were created by Aardman Animations 
PDNHUVRISRSXODUFKLOGUHQ¶V animated cartoons and films like Wallace and Gromit) allowing 
C4L to capitalise on their established brand appeal.  
Linguistic organisation: confessional narratives 
The adverts can be divided into two main types. In Type A the addresser, a disembodied 
government voiceover, directly addresses the depicted family in a colloquial, conversational 
VW\OHµHonestly! YOU lot! What ARE you putting into your bodies? Come on, let me show 
\RX¶µWant to unstick the kids from the sofa this summer?¶7KLVPRUHGLUHFt government 
intervention is also mirrored visually with a giant hand reaching into the C4L home with a 
physical nudge (Fig 2 below). In Type B adverts an animated child character delivers a first 
person narrative confessing unhealthy habits, the disease risks these pose, and how they are 
QRZPDNLQJDµFKDQJHOLIH¶(YHU\DGYHUWHQGVZLWKDQXUJHQWLQYLWDWLRQDOLPSHUDWLYHsign 
up now; join C4L; search C4L; get your snack swapper now): a consumerist appeal to the 
viewer to take active control over their health by signing up to the website, claiming their 
µIUHHVWXII¶DQGHQJDJLQJLQVHOI-GLDJQRVLVWKURXJKLQVWUXPHQWVOLNHWKHµHow are the kids?¶
questionnaire (cf Brookes & Harvey, 2015; Harvey, 2013). 
 
)LJXUH7KHµSK\VLFDO¶QXGJH 
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The adverts follow a fairly consistent move structure, texturing together three distinct 
discourses: a lifeworld discourse depicting unhealthy behaviours; a scientific discourse of 
disease risk (or unhealthy nutritional content) and a behaviour-change narrative. Together 
these form a basic problem-solution pattern which reflects their governmentality function in 
SUREOHPDWL]LQJFHUWDLQOLIHVW\OHVDVµULVN\¶DQGH[KRUWLQJVHOI-corrective behaviour change. 
Description Example 
Lifeworld discourse 
(problematized lifestyle) 
we ĚŽŶ ?ƚƐƚƵĨĨŽƵƌƐĞůǀĞƐǁŝƚŚƐŶĂĐŬƐĂŶĚƚŚŝŶŐƐ ?ĂŶĚǀĞŐŽŶƚŚĞ
sofa. Or do we?; [mum] gives me enough to feed a horse; if they 
ŐĂǀĞŽƵƚŐŽůĚŵĞĚĂůƐĨŽƌƐŝƚƚŝŶŐĂƌŽƵŶĚĚŽŝŶŐŶŽƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĞŶ/ ?ĚǁŝŶ
ŽŶĞ ?ǁĞůŽǀĞƉŽƉ ?/ůŝŬĞŵǇƐŶĂĐŬƐ ?ǁĞ ?ƌĞĂůǁĂǇs hunting down the 
sweet stuff 
Scientific discourse (disease 
risk/risky substances) 
that could mean heart disease, cancer, or type 2 diabetes; 9 out of 
10 kids growing up with dangerous levels of fat in their bodies; too 
many hidden nasties can create dangerous levels of fat in your 
body; can lead to nasty things like a stroke, mouth cancer, liver and 
heart disease; we get painfƵůƚŽŽƚŚĂĐŚĞĂŶĚŶĞĞĚĨŝůůŝŶŐƐ ? 
ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐƐĞǀĞŶƚĞĞŶĐƵďĞƐŽĨƐƵŐĂƌŝŶƚŚĂƚĨŝǌǌǇĚƌŝŶŬ ?ƚŚĞƌĞ ?Ɛ ?ƵƉƚŽ
ƚĞŶĐƵďĞƐŝŶŽŶĞĐĂŶĂŶ ?ƵƉƚŽ ? ?ŝŶĂďŽƚƚůĞ!... 
(moral/affective) reaction ugh, nasty, yuk! 
Behaviour change discourse 
(good behaviour 
benchmarks) 
ŵƵŵ ?ƐŐŽƚƚŚŝƐŶĞǁŐĂŵĞ ?ƐŶĂĐŬƐǁĂƉƉĞƌ ?ŶŽǁ/ĞĂƚŵĞƐŝǌĞĚ
meals; just remember, choose less red go more green instead; fill in 
our games for life questionnaire; pick your favourite Disney team 
and help them win; we turn the dial and swap some of our snacks 
for healthier stuff we like ?ǁĞ ?ƌĞŵĂŬŝŶŐŽŶĞŽŚĂŶŐĞ ?>ŝĨĞ ?ƐƐŵĂƌƚ
swaps; sugary to sugar free drinks 
Policy exhortation join change4life now for your free meal mixer and special offers; 
sign up now for your free meal mixer; get your snack swapper 
NOW; search change4life; download the sugar smart app 
Table 1 Move structure in C4L adverts5 
RIWKHDGYHUWVEHJLQZLWKDµOLIHZRUOG¶QDUUDWLYHDEout unhealthy behaviours, delivered 
either through a 1st person confession or, where the government voiceover speaks, through 
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µLQFOXVLYHZH¶. This is then evaluated as a disease risk through a fragment of biomedical 
discourse whose intertextual source is the Foresight report, transformed in the adverts into a 
PRUHIDPLOLDUSUR[\DXWKRULW\µPLWHDFKHU¶RUµPLPXP¶ The pragmatic impact of this risk is 
strengthened through very simple, child-OLNHUHDFWLRQVµ\XN¶µQDVW\¶µXJK¶ The solution 
comes in the form of a behaviour change narrative or suggestion. This frequently involves a 
benchmark for good behaviour encapsulated in a memorable slogan (me sized meals; sugar 
swaps; smart swaps; choose less red7KHVHH[SORLWWKHJHQHUDOQXGJHSULQFLSOHRIµORVV
DYHUVLRQ¶E\PDQLSXODWLQJDUHIHUHQFHSRLQWKHUHµWKHKHDOWK\QRUP¶VRDVWRHQDEOHWKH
nudgee to compare their behaviour against a benchmark and perceive any deviation from it as 
a loss. These benchmarks are also reinforced visually (Fig 3) and are then repeated in the 
closing policy exhortation. Cheerful, upbeat signature music also begins just before the 
EHKDYLRXUFKDQJHGLVFRXUVHLQWKHVHDGYHUWVSRVLWLYHO\HYDOXDWLQJWKHµ&KDQJH/LIH¶ 
   
Figure 3: Good behaviour benchmark (right)  
3DWKRORJLVLQJµULVN\¶ZRUNLQJFODVVOLIHVW\OHV 
In this section I ask: how do the C4L adverts represent their target audience? Following 
Machin and Mayr (2013) I examine the visual and linguistic representation of the social 
actors in C4L. Up to the two most recent adverts, the only participants are cartoon members 
RI WKH µ&/ IDPLO\¶ 9LVXDOO\ WKH\ SHUIRUP WKUHH PDLQ W\SHV RI DFWLRQ GHSLFWLQJ WKH
unhealthy lifestyles problematized in this policy intervention, relaying (with evaluative 
reactions) the government health advice, and modelling the recommended behaviour change. 
The genericised representation (featureless plasticine figures) invites a wide audience to 
identify with these characters, while gender and age are distinguishable by colour, size and 
voice, enabling the construction of a family unit. In the majority (76%) of adverts their visual 
depiction is proximate, frontal, and in the setting of the family home, patterns which construe 
relations of affiliation, equality and identification with the viewer (Harvey, 2013). This is 
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echoed in the language, where first person and second person address dominate. Even 
compared against a spoken reference corpus (BNC), 1st person pronouns feature in the top 30 
keywords in the corpus, helping to build a conversational and personalised tone. The most 
frequently represented actions both linguistically and visually are material processes 
RYHUIHHGLQJHDWLQJSOD\LQJYLGHRJDPHVZDWFKLQJ79DQGVXEVHTXHQWWRDµ&KDQJHOLIH¶
H[HUFLVLQJLQWKHSDUN0HQWDODIIHFWLYHSURFHVVHVDOVRFRQQRWHHPRWLRQDOO\HQWUHQFKHGµEDG
EHKDYLRXUV¶µZH/29(SRS¶) and visually convey horror (at learning of the disease risks they 
face). 
The children: out of control 
The children are present in all but three adverts. They participate in all three types of action 
throughout the corpus but here I focus on their role in construing delinquent (working class) 
behaviours. Visually they are activated in all but two adverts while the actions they perform 
help construct a pathological lifestyle on several levels. Firstly, dietary excess: material 
processes represent the children (and their parents) not only eating junk food but in ways 
which suggest excess and sloth. For instance, while lounging in front of the TV they µVKRYHO¶
IRRGLQWRWKHLUPRXWKVµSRXU¶IL]]\GULQNVGRZQWKHLUWKURDWVDQGIUHQ]LHGly grab sweets 
from a giant jar (Fig. 4)  
    
Figure 4: Dietary excess 
While the idea of dietary excess is primarily conveyed through visual images, the 
DFFRPSDQ\LQJQDUUDWLYHDOVRUHLQIRUFHVWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VDFWLYHDJHQF\WKURXJKPDWHULDODQG
PHQWDODIIHFWLYHSURFHVVHVµZH¶UH$/:$<6KXQWLQJGRZQWKHVZHHWVWXII¶µZH/29(SRS¶
µ,/,.(P\VQDFNV¶. The emphatic stress here highlights how these behaviours are habit-
IRUPLQJDQGHPRWLRQDOO\GULYHQH[DPSOHVRIWKHµLUUDWLRQDO¶$XWRPDWLF6\VWHPFKRLFHV
which nudge theorists encourage policymakers to focus on.  
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Figure 5: Out of control 
Secondly, (and closely related to the idea of excess) the children are depicted as being out of 
control, jumping onto the kitchen counter-tops to raid the cupboard for junk food; swinging 
on the curtains; refusing to budge from the sofa; haranguing mum for sweets (Fig 5). These 
delinquent behaviours are also echoed in the narrative wherein the children represent 
WKHPVHOYHVDVµULJKWOLWWOHPRQNH\V¶. The only character voices we hear are, in fact, those of 
the children (a boy and a girl). Both have Yorkshire accents, which traditionally invokes 
social PHDQLQJVOLNHµZDUPWKRUGLQDULQHVV¶and is one of the poorer socioeconomic regions 
targeted by the C4L campaign, subtly implying a northern (working class) target audience. In 
addition to the childlike register, their speech also contains northern English dialect features 
DVLQWKHSUHFHGLQJH[DPSOHZKHUHµULJKW¶ functions as an emphatic premodifier.  
Mum: misguided, ignorant, saved by C4L behaviour change 
The representation of mum is rather more mixed: on the one hand she is the primary 
instigator of the behaviour change (70% of the time), while on the other hand her ignorance 
and emotional vulnerability are represented as part of the problem. Her parenting is 
pathologised by representing emotions as an obstacle to dietary discipline. For example, 
daughter lavishes mum with affection and is rewarded with a giant jar of sweets (PXP¶VDFH
but I know how to get around her, get the snacks I want), illustrating how the emotional bias 
of her Automatic System wins out, succumbing to emotional manipulation. Similarly she is 
activated in processes of well-intentioned but misguided over-feeding (mum loves me; she 
thinks lots of food will make me big and strong, but she gives me enough to feed a horse!). 
The theme of dietary excess is comically underscored through images of her delivering her 
VRQ¶VVWHUHRW\SLFDOO\ZRUNLQJFODVVµEDQJHUVDQGPDVK¶GLQQHUZLWKDGXPSHUWUXFN+HU
ignorance is also construed through mental processes that depict her as being confused about 
WKHQXWULWLRQDOEDVLFVOLNHVKRSSLQJDQGFRRNLQJ)LJWRSULJKW'HVSLWHPXP¶VYLVXDO
agency in enabling poor dietary lifestyles, the linguistic representation does not blame her 
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explicitly, perhaps to DYRLGDOLHQDWLQJNH\WDUJHWVRIWKLVFDPSDLJQµZKRDUHPRUHRIWHQWKH
JDWHNHHSHURIGLHWDQGDFWLYLW\¶(Jarvis et al., 2009: 19). Her ignorance is nevertheless 
assumed through assertions likeµEating healthy can be confusing [mum puzzles over two 
similar-looking ready-meals] ,W¶VKDUGWRNQRZZKDWWREX\HVSHFLDOO\ZKHQZHDOOQHHGD
different daily amount of calories¶&/WKXVRIIHUVQXWULWLRQDODGYLFHIRUPRWKHUVZKRVH
ignorance and emotional bias require a nudge towards healthier, middle class lifestyles. 
7KURXJKRXWWKHFRUSXVPXPLVDOVRKHOSHGWREHFRPHWKHDJHQWRIFKDQJHµOHYHULQJ¶KHU
family away from the sofa and their junk food, with the guidance of C4L branded 
technologies of change: questionnaires; recipes; snack swapper; smart app (Fig 6, bottom). 
/LQJXLVWLFDOO\PXP¶VUROHDVDIRUFHIRUSRVLWLYHFKDQJHLVUHDOLVHGSULPDULO\WKURXJKYHUEDO
processes in which she imposes on the family new dietary rules (mum says we need to make 
VRPHKHDOWK\VZDSVZHQHHGWRVHHZKDW¶VUHDOO\LQ[our drinks]; six cubes a day max, mum 
saysDQGPDWHULDOSURFHVVHVLQZKLFKVKHHQJDJHVZLWK&/¶VFRQVXPHULVWVROXWLRQVPXP¶V
VLJQHGXVXSWR&/VKH¶VJRWWKLVQHZJDPHVQDFNVZDSSHUVKH¶VJRWDVSHFLDODSS). 
  
  
Figure 6: Mum as ignorant parent (top) and agent of behaviour change (bottom) 
Through the representation of children and mum (dad is the least prominent actor, playing a 
SHULSKHUDOUROHWKHDGYHUWVFRQVWUXHDµW\SLFDO¶ZRUNLQJFODVVDWULVNIDPLO\,WVOLIHVW\OH
behaviours are represented as delinquent; excessive and out of control, while childhood 
obesity is blamed on parental ignorance and the misguided use of food as an expression of 
affection. Although framed in colourful visual choices which create a sensory modality 
21 
 
oriented to pleasure (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996), these adverts nevertheless use parental 
guilt and shame to mobilise behaviour change. As Peeters (2013) argues, neoliberal 
governance increasingly construes parents as having limited expertise to tackle their 
FKLOGUHQ¶VSUREOHPVDORQH3DUHQWLQJLVWKHUHE\SROLWLFLsed, opening the door to the socially 
SURILOHGµFDOFXODWHGPDQDJHPHQWRIOLIH¶(Foucault 1976, 140) and the pathologization of the 
working classes.  
$µZRUNLQJFODVV¶WDUJHWDXGLHQFHFDQDOVREHLQIHUUHGIURPD series of very short C4L µSROLF\
SODFHPHQW¶DGV aired just before The Simpsons cartoon, to which visual intertextual allusions 
(Fairclough, 2003) are clearly made: 
     
Figure 7: The Simpsons (left) and The C4L family (right) 
The allusion acts as a humorous short-hand for the kinds of unhealthy lifestyles this campaign 
seeks to address. This animated cartoon series is an affectionate parody of a feckless and 
dysfunctional working class family, thus offering an archetype of the unhealthy µRUGLQDU\¶
family with whom the target audience is invited to identify. Eating junk food while watching 
TV, the &/IDPLO\¶V gaze is directed at WKHYLHZHUDµGHPDQG¶SRVHHQJDJLQJZLWKWKH
audience (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996)7KURXJKWKHµZLQGRZ¶RIWKHLUTV, the characters 
thus V\PEROLFDOO\LQYLWHYLHZHUVLQWRWKHFDUWRRQµOLIHZRUOG¶RIWKHVHDGYHUWV, a reminder of 
how lifestyle nudges redefine the limits of legitimate state intervention into personal life and 
µWDUJHWWKHFROOHFWLYHVXEFRQVFLRXVRISRSXODWLRQV¶(Pykett et al. 2011, 302). 
Multisemiotic discourse of disease risk  
In this section I ask: how do the adverts represent their core policy message of disease risk? 
As I have argued above the politics of late capitalism is centrally preoccupied with the 
preemptive management of risk. Viewed from a governmentality perspective this relies on 
the dissemination of expert knowledge in order to prompt self-regulatory behaviours. Public 
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health campaigns like C4L can act as a disciplinary mechanism for achieving this, but only in 
DVIDUDVWKH\µFUHDWHDVSDFHIRUIHDU¶0DVVXPL3: 23). At the same time, C4L is directed 
at children and young parents, and seeks to µGULYHFRD[HQFRXUDJHDQGVXSSRUWSHRSOH«
>WR@HDWZHOOPRYHPRUHDQGOLYHORQJHU¶ (DOH, 2009, p. 3) by using positive messages about 
health and behaviour change. These contradictory policy goals (instilling fear while 
presenting a more positive message) create a dilemma for C4L which, I argue, it attempts to 
PDQDJHWKURXJKVHPLRWLFFKRLFHVGHVLJQHGWRDSSHDOWRFKLOGUHQµVXJDUFRDWLQJ¶ZLWKKXPRXU
YLVFHUDOLPDJHVRIµKDUPIXOIDW¶DQGVLPSOLI\LQJDELRPHGLFDOGLVFRXUVHRIGLVHDVHULVN 
Representing the body as a site of battle 
The majority (77%) of the adverts contain a linguistic and visual scientific discourse 
conveying disease risk, which is recontextualised from the Foresight report.  The scientific 
discourse is linguistically marked by the use of scientific lexis, cause-effect semantic 
relations, hedged epistemic claims, and the use of simple present tense and inclusive 
SURQRXQVWRUHQGHUELRPHGLFDOSURFHVVHVSUHGLFWDEOHDQGXQLYHUVDOµif we eat too much, food 
gets stored as fat in our bodies, which means we could grow up to have heart disease, cancer, 
or type 2 diabetes; too many hidden nasties can cause serious diseases as we grow older 
including type 2 diabetes, some cancers and even heart disease¶ This is rather esoteric 
language for its target audience: how many 11 year olds are likely to know what Type 2 
diabetes is? Thus the adverts incorporate three further semiotic strategies. Firstly, they 
localise the source of the problem to the fairly tangible idea of harmful, hidden fat. Secondly, 
the scientific information is made easier for children to understand through visual cartoon 
metaphors (arteries as a roller coaster) and technical modality6 emphasising the sensory 
qualities of blood and fat. Thirdly, evaluative lexis helps construct an appropriate stance 
WRZDUGVWKHVHµIDFWV¶RUJDQLVLQJWKHPHVVDJHLQWRµJRRGWKLQJV¶DQGµEDGWKLQJV¶ 
Recognising its emotive connotations and alienating potential, the C4L campaign eschews the 
WHUPµREHVLW\¶(DOH, 2009, p. 44) DQGLQVWHDGWDONVDERXWµGDQJHURXVOHYHOVRIIDWLQWKH
ERG\¶The result is that the C4L adverts represent fat as an enemy inside the body. 
Linguistically, it is assigned a frightening (harmful; dangerousDJHQF\ZKLFKµcan lead to 
QDVW\WKLQJVOLNHKHDUWGLVHDVHVWURNH7\SHGLDEHWHVFDQFHU¶. Visually this is achieved 
WKURXJKYLVFHUDOFDUWRRQLPDJHVRIWKHERG\¶VEDWWOHZLWKIDW7KHFDPHUDWKXV]RRPVLQWRWKH
FKLOG¶VVWRPDFKZKHUHwe see an accumulation of fat clogging up the arteries. This is 
variously achieved through technical modality (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996), representing 
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this biophysical process in quasi-scientific cartoon drawings (Fig 8 top) and through the 
metaphors of a cartoon racing car and roller coaster representing blood flow on a collision 
course with internal fat (Fig 8 bottom). The racing car visually positions the viewer in the 
µGULYLQJVHDW¶LQDPDQQHUGRXEWOHVVIDPLOLDUIRUDJHQHUDWLRQRIFKLOGUHQXVHGWRFRPSXWHU
games, inviting active participation in the actions represented.  
  
  
Figure 8: 7RSµ+RZDUHWKHNLGV"¶%RWWRP ¶DFWLYHPLQXWHV¶  
Iedema (2003, 47) observes that  µtransposition between different semiotics inevitably 
introduces a discrepancy that goes or points beyoQGWKHRULJLQDO¶ How do the C4L images 
µJREH\RQG¶WKHYHUEDOPHVVDJH",ZRXOGDUJXHWKDWWKH\SULYLOHJHH[SHULHQWLDOVHQWLHQW
modalities and help the child (and parent) visualise the rather esoteric and abstract biomedical 
process described. Obesity or largeness, would in fact have been easier to convey, but may 
also have been more easily dismissed by the unreflective WDUJHWQXGJHHZKRµUHFRJQLVHV
FKLOGKRRGREHVLW\LVDSUREOHPEXWGRHVQRWEHOLHYHWKHLURZQFKLOGLVRYHUZHLJKW¶
(Department of Health 2009, p19). Thus the image helps simplify for children a discourse of 
disease risk, while PDNLQJWKHLGHDWLRQDOFRQWHQWµUHDO¶IRUWKHYLHZHUMoreover, Lupton 
DUJXHVWKDWZKHQXVHGLQSXEOLFKHDOWKSHGDJRJ\LPDJHVZKLFKEUHDFKWKHµHQYHORSH
RIWKHERG\¶DUHDSRZHUIXl way of arousing an emotional response, activating disgust, fear 
and guilt. Images of blood, fat, excrement, and mucous evoke deep-seated cultural responses 
to a perceived rupture to the rational containment of the body. Of course in C4L this is 
realised LQDOHVVWKUHDWHQLQJµLGHDO¶FDUWRRQIDQWDV\ZRUOGLQZKLFKFRPSOH[SUREOHPVDUH
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VROYHGZLWKHDVHDQGµWKHEDGGLHV¶IDWDUHDOZD\VGHIHDWHGE\µWKHJRRGLHV¶DFKDQJHOLIH
Additionally, negative discourse-level evaluation ( Lemke, 1998) of this biomedical discourse 
is triggered through simple lexis (horrid, dangerous, serious, harmful, painful, nasties, 
lurking, ugh! nasty! yuk!). This provides the child viewer with an emotionally direct way of 
SURFHVVLQJHVRWHULFNQRZOHGJHKHOSLQJWRDFWLYDWHWKHDSSURSULDWHµPRUDOGLVJXVW¶7KLVLV
mirrored visually; the only time we see facial features in the plasticine figures is when they 
WKURZXSWKHLUKDQGVWXUQµSDOH¶DQGH[FODLPLQKRUURUDWWKHKHDOWKULVNVRIWKHLUOLIHVW\OHV. 
   
Figure 9: Expressions of horror, µ%H)RRG6PDUW¶ 
Towards self-regulation: calibrated lifestyles and the smarter consumer 
In this VHFWLRQ,DVNKRZGRWKHDGYHUWVDWWHPSWWRHQOLVWYLHZHUV¶DFWLYHSDUWLFLSDWLRQ",Q
&/WKHµHQHP\¶LVQRWRQO\LQVLGHWKHERG\EXWDOVRµOXUNLQJ¶inside our food. As the 
campaign progresses there is a move towards greater specification of the link between junk 
food and bodily fat storage. Discursive and material technologies of calculation underpin 
SROLF\VROXWLRQVDLPHGDWSURGXFLQJµVPDUWHU¶FLWL]HQVFDSDEOHRIQDYLJDWLQJWKHKHDOWK
dangers of modern consumer capitalism. 
)URPODXQFKRIWKHµ%H)RRG6PDUW¶FDPSDLJQRQZDUGVWKHUHLVLQFUHDVLQJ
quantification of food in terms of its harmful sugar and fat content. The representation of fat 
LVUDWKHUJUDSKLFDQGLQYROYHVDPRUHµQDWXUDOLVWLF¶PRGDOLW\WKDQWKDWXVHGKLWKHUWR)RU
H[DPSOHLQµ+LGGHQ)RRG1DVWLHV¶ZHVHHWKH&/IDPLO\HDWLQJMXQNIRRGRQWKHVRID
7KHGLVHPERGLHGYRLFHRYHUGLUHFWO\DGGUHVVHVWKHPµHonestly, YOU lot! What ARE you 
SXWWLQJLQWR\RXUERGLHV"/HWPHVKRZ\RXFRPHRQ¶whereupon a giant (real) hand reaches 
in and lifts them out of the cartoon living room and into a kitchen environment. This setting 
KDVKLJKHUPRUHµOLIHOLNH¶PRGDOLW\WKDQWKH&/IDPLO\KRPHDQGLVVFDOHGXSVRWKDWWKH
&/IDPLO\LVQRZSURSRUWLRQDWHO\PLQLDWXUH7KH\DUHWKHQWROGµTHIS is the amount of fat in 
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WKDWZKROHSL]]D¶ while a giant wine-glass is filled with a viscous white substance (Fig 10, 
OHIWFDXVLQJWKHIDPLO\WRH[FODLPLQKRUURUµ<8.¶ Both the disgust-arousing visual 
imagery and the exaggerated scale mean the visuals add emotional impact to the message. 
   
Fig 10: Visual cues for calibrating nutritional content 
In the case of sugar, extensive consumer testing was used to devise memorable ways of 
portraying nutrients, experimenting with teaspoons, piles, and eventually settling on sugar 
cubes7)RULQVWDQFHLQµ6PDUW6ZDSV¶WKHFKLOGUHQDUHQXGJHGIURPWKHVRIDZKHUH
they are drinking fizzy pop, into a kitchen setting. Here they discover with dismay the sugar 
FRQWHQWRIWKHLUGULQNVPHDVXUHGLQFXEHVµUp to ten cubes in RQHFDQ"$Q¶XSWRLQD
bottle? 7KDW¶V/2$'6R¶FDORULHV¶(Fig 10, right). Compared with the images of fat, these 
offer a much more effective means of calibrating nutrients visually and linguistically, 
although they have less power to evoke a disgust response.   
The setting is again of interest, since it marks a departure from the usual C4L family home. It 
provides a great deal of contextualising detail; its verisimilitude symbolically anchors the 
QXWULWLRQDOPHVVDJHµLQUHDOLW\¶7KHVHWWLQJLVWKXVGesigned with the greatest degree of 
naturalistic modality encountered so far in the campaign; compared with the C4L home 
colour is less saturated and contains more depth perspective, more light and shade 
differentiation, and more representative pictorial detail. In fact there is a progressive move 
towards more mixed modality as the campaign develops. From a naturalistic perspective of 
ZKDWYLVXDOO\µFRXQWVDVUHDO¶WKHPRUHDEVWUDFWIDQWDV\ZRUOGRI&/LVIUHTXHQWO\PL[HG
ZLWKPRUHµUHDO¶VHWWLQJVQXWULWional proxies (sugar cubes; fat), and ultimately real people. 
1XWULWLRQDOLQIRUPDWLRQLVDOVROLQJXLVWLFDOO\IUDPHGDVDµUHDOLW\FKHFN¶µZHQHHGWRVHH
ZKDW¶V5($//<LQµHP>VXJDU\GULQNV@¶ µVRPHWLPHVLW¶VKDUGWRNQRZZKDW¶V5($//<LQRXU
IRRG¶), suggesting consumer ignorance is the cause of the unhealthy lifestyles.  
 7KHODWHUVWDJHVRIWKHFDPSDLJQFRQWLQXHZLWKWKLVPRUHH[SOLFLWµUHDOLW\FKHFN¶ERWK
linguistically and visually. Thus government statistics on sugar consumption (PHE 2015) are 
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recontexWXDOLVHGLQPRUHWDQJLEOHWHUPVµOver a year us kids eat a whopping five thousand 
ILYHKXQGUHGDQGIRUW\WKUHHVXJDUFXEHV7KDW¶V7:(17<7:2EDJVRI68*$57KDW¶V
more than a kid like me weighsDQG,¶0),9(¶6XJDU%R\ZKLOHVXJDUFXEHVDUH
animated to form a boy made of sugar (Fig 11, top left). They then reassemble to represent 
nutritional content of foods and the diseases their excessive consumption can lead to.  
         
  
Figure 11µ6XJDU%R\¶6)µ%H)RRG6PDUW%UHDNIDVW¶ 
Sugar Boy (2016) and Be Food Smart Breakfast (2017) feature, for the first time, a real boy 
who directly addresses the viewer: (6XJDULVOXUNLQ¶LQRXUHYHU\GD\IRRGDQGGULQNV«&RVZH
eat and drink too much sugar we get PAINFUL TOOTHACHE and need fillings [sound of 
dentist drill]. Thousands of us EVEN end up in HOSPITAL having TEETH out. We may look 
fine on the outside but too much sugar can lead to the build-up of harmful fat on the inside 
WKDWZH&$1¶7VHH7KLs fat can cause serious diseases as we grow older [feet of sugar cube 
man crumbles] including type two diabetes, [rest of torso crumbles] some cancers, and even 
heart disease >EHDWLQJVXJDUFXEHKHDUWVWRSVµIODW-OLQHV¶DPEXODQFHVLUHQ@But YOU can act 
NOW!). Here again food is represented as a hidden enemy (lurking). As a reminder of the 
DGDJHµ\RXDUHZKDW\RXHDW¶WKHYLVXDOPHWDSKRURIWKHµVXJDUSHUVRQ¶LVXVHGWRFRQYH\WKH
inexorability of health harms. Thus an adult figure made of sugar cubes steadily crumbles to 
dust as the boy lists the risks to later life health. Sound effects accompany this message 
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LQFOXGLQJWKHXQLYHUVDOO\IHDUHGVRXQGRIWKHGHQWLVW¶VGULOOFXOPLQDWLQJZLWKLPSOLHGGHDWK
as we hear an ECG flat-lining. These semiotic choices produce a much more visceral and 
frightening policy message.  
What might explain this move towards more mixedµUHDOLVW¶PRGDOLWLHVDQGVWDUNGLVHDVH
messages? I would suggest this is because of a policy decision to give a stronger nudge to 
parents. 3ULRUWRWKHODXQFKRIWKHµ6XJDU6PDUW¶FDPSDLJQLQPDUNHWUesearch found that 
SDUHQWVFRQWLQXHWRXQGHUHVWLPDWHWKHLUFKLOG¶VZHLJKWDQGVXJDUFRQVXPSWLRQZKLOHEHLQJ
µVKRFNHGE\WKHYLVXDOLVDWLRQVRIVXJDUZKHQVHHQDVUHDOVXJDUFXEHV¶(PHE, 2016b)..The 
sugar smart adverts thus target parents more explicitly, rather than relying (as in earlier 
phases) on enlisting children as agents of change. This is clear from the closing invitational 
LPSHUDWLYHµDownload the change for life sugar smart app so YOU can make the changes 
you need to protect YOUR kids¶. The adverts encourage personal empathy by depicting a real 
little boy (with a Tyneside accent ± DQRWKHUWDUJHWHGµDWULVN¶UHJLRQ; demonstrate relevance 
through tangible facts about the sugar content of familiar foods; and instrumentalise parental 
guilt and anxiety through stark images of tooth decay, disease, and death. 
µ6PDUW¶VROXWLRQV 
Governmentality relies on the voluntary self-regulation of behaviours. Moreover, as Wilkins 
(2013) argues, a fundamental goal of libertarian paternalism (nudge) is to extend market 
values to all areas of life and embed them by socialising individuals to adapt to the demands 
of late capitalism. C4L plays a role in this by exhorting viewers to learn from its expert health 
advice and become smarter consumers. A consumerist discourse features prominently 
throughout the FDPSDLJQµVPDUW¶LVWKHth highest ranking keyword in the corpus, while 
µIUHH¶LVWKHnd DQGWKHEUDQGQDPHµ&KDQJH/LIH¶LVWKHKLJKHVW7KHFORVLQJSROLF\
H[KRUWDWLRQSUHVHQWLQDOODGYHUWVIHDWXUHVEUDQGHGVORJDQVOLNHµVPDUWVZDSV¶DQG
encourages viewers to sign up to the C4L campaign. They are incentivised to do so by the 
RIIHURIµIUHHVWXII¶PHUFKDQGLVHEUDQGHGE\&/DQGLQVRPHFDVHVVSRQVRUVOLNH'LVQH\
(stickers, fridge magnets, games, recipes, wall charts, stopwatches); discount vouchers for 
products on sale from sponsor supermarkets. Some adverts are interspersed with commercial 
DGYHUWVIRUµKHDOWK\IRRGV¶IURPJOREDOFRUSRUDWHVSRQVRUV0DUV$UODDQG$VGD)RU
instance, a friendly Yorkshire fishmonger at the discount supermarket Asda offers ready-to-
FRRNPHDOVWRµPDNHILVKVLPSOHIRU\RX¶ Most recently £11.3m was spent on launching 
tracker apps for mobile phones. Using barcode scanning technologies, the app shows 
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nutritional content of foods through the visual metrics of cartoon sugar lumps, fat globules, 
and salt packets (Fig 12, left). 9LHZHUVDUHDOVRHQFRXUDJHGWDNHDQµ,Q TXL]¶)Lg 12, right) 
WRVHHµKRZIRRGVPDUW¶WKH\DUH7KLVLVDYDLODEOHLQYDULRXVIRUPDWVLQFOXGLQJYLD
Facebook, and capitalises on the widespread popularity in consumer culture of psychometric 
testing. Such technologies are an important interdiscursive practice in modern techniques of 
governmentality, encouraging viewers to become active participants, self-diagnosing 
pathologies (unhealthy habits, nutritional ignorance) and directing patterns of consumption. 
    
)LJµ%H)RRG6PDUW¶DSSµ%H)RRG6PDUW¶RQOLQHTXL] 
In this way C4L draws heavily on commercial communication techniques to sell rather than 
tell its health promotion message, thereby interacting with citizens primarily as consumers. 
Time-limited promotions, µIUHHELHV¶DQGGLVFounts at low-cost supermarkets like Aldi and 
Asda construct an appeal targeted at poorer families. The attempt to incentivise voluntary 
behaviours fits with the nudge principle of preserving freedom of choice while also 
H[SORLWLQJSHRSOH¶VWHQGHQF\WRZDUGV µK\SHUEROLFGLVFRXQWLQJ¶ZKHUHLQWKHRIIHURIDVPDOO
incentive to do something now is seen to offset the perceived burden of the task . Moreover, 
website sign-XSSURFHGXUHVDFWDVDµFDOFXODWLYHGHYLFH¶WRJDWKHUGHPRJUDSKLFVWDWLVWLFV
which are then usHGWRFODLPWKHSROLF\¶VVXFFHVVLQUHDFKLQJµRIWDUJHWHGIDPLOLHV¶8, 
regardless of whether actual behaviour change occurs. There is, of course, a denial of 
structural inequalities which lies behind this, as is evident in this quote from the C4L website:  
µ0\WK+HDOWK\IRRGLVMXVWWRRH[SHQVLYH/RDGVRISHRSOHWKLQNWKLVLVWUXHEXWLW¶V
actually more likely you will find a lot of cheap healthy meal ideas that help save you money. 
<RXMXVWQHHGWREHFOHYHUDERXWLW¶(NHS 2017).  
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Rather than acknowledging the complex material and cultural barriers to health faced by 
poorer families, C4L instead pathologises their behaviours and offers consumerist nudges. As 
the campaign progresses C4L more obviously instantiates biopolitics, offering ever more 
explicit, metrics-driven advice about how to live, eat, and shop. By framing this as a shocking 
UHDOLW\FKHFNLWVHHNVWRµFUHDWHDVSDFHIRUIHDU¶DQGWKHUHE\PRELOLVHVelf-disciplinary 
behaviour change. The carefully crafted brand identity with its positively affective meanings 
is never entirely abandoned, however. The modality remains mixed and the policy 
exhortation, with its discourse of smarter consumerism, remains colourful and attractive to 
children. 
Conclusions 
,QWKLVSDSHU,KDYHDUJXHGWKDWWKH8.JRYHUQPHQW¶V&KDQJH/LIHDQWL-obesity campaign can 
be understood as a form of biopower which uses population surveillance and calculation to 
formulate and disseminate expert knowledge about disease risk. Then, through multimodal 
emotional manipulation and consumerist technologies of attraction, it exhorts target groups to 
take greater responsibility by engaging in prescribed behaviour changes. The approach forms 
part of a trend among advanced liberal governments in the last decade towards the use of 
EHKDYLRXUDOHFRQRPLFVRUµQXGJH¶LQSXEOLFSROLF\It is a trend the UK government is 
OHDGLQJZLWKLWVRZQ&DELQHW2IILFHµQXGJHXQLW¶QRZSDUWO\SULYDWLVHGDQGDGYLVLQJ
governments and organisations around the world. Its global spread is reflected in growing 
critical scholarship on nudge, notably among political scientists and sociologists. However, 
despite the importance it places on communication strategies, the critical literature on nudge 
has not yet investigated the linguistic techniques it uses in practice. This paper addresses that 
gap by offering the first analysis of the multimodal discourse strategies used to 
operationalise nudge. It provides detailed evidence of how nudge functions as a technique of 
governmentality in the C4L campaign, instrumentalising fear and parental guilt to produce 
risk-SUHSDUHGVXEMHFWLYLWLHVDQGGHVSLWHFODLPVWRWKHFRQWUDU\UHLQIRUFLQJDQµLQGLYLGXDO
EODPH¶DSSURDFKWRKHDOWKLQHTXDOLWLHVE\UHSUHVHQWLQJWKHEHKDYLRXUVRIWKHZRUNLQJclasses 
as delinquent and in want of greater nudging. 
The analysis shows how this policy intervention was designed from the outset in a manner 
amenable to a neoliberal political landscape. The surrounding order of discourse of C4L, 
bringing together government and business in its design and implementation, provides the 
conditions for individualistic, consumerist policy solutions to the complex problem of 
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obesity. The campaign uses colourful brand logos, slogans, cartoon adverts, and Disney-
sponsored merchandise designed to attract children and enlist them (and their pester power) 
as active agents of behaviour change. At the same time corporate sponsors like low-cost 
supermarkets Asda and Aldi offer, in the name of C4L, discounts on healthier, diet products 
produced by Pepsico, Danone, and Mars (also major producers of junk food), thereby helping 
them build a virtuous circle of profit while improving their corporate image. 
The main part of the analysis examines a corpus of 26 TV adverts (2009-17), depicting the 
HYHU\GD\OLYHVRIWKHFDUWRRQµ&/IDPLO\¶,LGHQWLI\WKUHHPDLQPXOWLPRGDOVWUDWHJLHV(1) 
the representation of (northern, working class) lifestyles as delinquent (2) a discourse of risk 
DQGWKUHDWPRELOLVHGWKURXJKHPRWLRQDOPDQLSXODWLRQDQGDGLVFRXUVHRIµVPDUWHU¶
consumerism.  
Firstly, regional accent, interdiscursivity, and intertextuality are identified as strategies 
whereby a working class audience is subWO\WDUJHWHG&KLOGUHQDUHUHSUHVHQWHGDVµRXWRI
FRQWURO¶DQGJXLOW\RIGLHWDU\H[FHVVZKLOHSDUHQWLQJLVSDWKRORJLVHGE\UHSUHVHQWLQJPXPDV
nutritionally inept and vulnerable to emotional manipulation. Nudge is based on a 
problematic emotion-reason duality which it aims to exploit in public policy interventions 
GHVLJQHGWRVWHHUWKHEHKDYLRXUVRIµWKHOHVVVRSKLVWLFDWHGLQVRFLHW\¶7KH&/DGYHUWV
reinforce this problematic and socially divisive discourse of nudge by visually and 
linguistically implying that delinquent working class behaviours, rather than structural 
inequalities, underpin obesity and its uneven social distribution.  
Secondly, I show how preemptive epidemiological discourse of disease risk is resemioticised 
for an audience of young children through cartoon metaphors and technical modality 
depicting internal bodily processes of fat storage and arterial blockage. These images are 
HYDOXDWHGWKURXJKVLPSOHUHDFWLRQVµ\XNQDVW\¶. In this way anxieties are mobilised while 
rather esoteric, irrealis messages are simplified in an emotionally direct way. The modality of 
ODWHUDGYHUWVDOVRLQFRUSRUDWHVPRUHµUHDOLVWLF¶LPDJHVWRFRQVWUXFWDQH[SOLFLWVKRFNLQJ
depiction of health risks targeted at parents. Nudge eschews rational appeals in favour subtle 
interventions into decision-making environments, for example by reframing the way choices, 
risks, and so forth are communicated, or by incentivising desirable behaviour. C4L conforms 
to this principle in so far as it appeals primarily to emotions (fear, guilt) and short-term 
gratification (offers of free merchandise), although deviates from nudge to some degree in the 
explicit causal links it draws between lifestyles and disease risk. 
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Thirdly, visual cues (sugar cubes, lumps of fat) are used to convey calibrated nutritional 
EHQFKPDUNVZKLOHDSHUYDVLYHGLVFRXUVHRIµVPDUW¶FRQVXPSWLRQDLPVWRLQFHQWLYLVHDFWLYH
HQJDJHPHQWWKURXJKXUJHQWLQYLWDWLRQDOLPSHUDWLYHVDQGRIIHUVRIEUDQGHGµIUHHELHV¶,Q
HIIHFW&/µVHOOV¶LWVSROLF\PHVVDJHWRWDUJHWYLHZHrs and helps reconfigure the social 
relations between state and citizen along consumerist lines. Like many health promotion 
campaigns C4L aims to convey a discourse of risk and present it as a real threat to be feared 
(Lupton, 2015). However, most campaigns tends to present the (shocking) health 
consequences and leave things there. C4L goes beyond this with slogans (six cubes a day; 
choose less red; 5 a day) and consumerist technologies (VPDUWVZDSSHU'LVQH\¶VPLQXWH
shake-up wristband; be food smart app) designed to benchmark and steer behaviours towards 
GHVLUDEOHHQGV6XFKFKRLFHDUFKLWHFWXUHLV,DUJXHDWHFKQRORJ\RIJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\&/¶V
guidance on how and what to buy and eat is inherently biopolitical, in which expert scientific 
discourse penetrates individual psychologies and the practices of the lifeworld. Moreover, 
through corporate partnership and consumerist solutions, the impact of C4L goes beyond 
health policy, sustaining neoliberalism by spreading to new social domains the discourses, 
values, and relations of the market. 
Over the lifetime of the C4L campaign there has been a programme of fiscal austerity, 
punitive welfare cuts, widening social inequality, persistent child poverty, and increasing 
food poverty. Politicians and the media have repeatedly denigrated the obese, smokers, food 
EDQNXVHUVDQGZHOIDUHFODLPDQWVDVIHFNOHVVLUUHVSRQVLEOHDQGJXLOW\RIPDNLQJµSRRU
FKRLFHV¶6XFKVWLJPDWLVDWLRQLVUHDGLO\WUDQVODWHGLQWRJURXQGVIRUGHQ\LQJWUHDWPHQWLQWKH
context of chronically underfunded healthcare. In this context nudge provides a cheap and 
highly visible political response; one that is hard to measure and even harder to criticise 
EHFDXVHRILWVDSSDUHQWO\ODXGDEOHJRDORIPDNLQJSHRSOH¶VOLYHVµORQJHUKHDOWKLHUDQGEHWWHU¶
while preserving freedom of choice (Thaler and Sunstein, 2009: 5). Ideologically nudge also 
provides a legitimating discourse by arguing that the root cause of health inequality (and 
other social problems) is not systemic but individual, that the cognitive IODZVRIWKHµOHVV
VRSKLVWLFDWHG¶SUHYHQWWKHPIURPPDNLQJUDWLRQDOFKRLFHV7KHSROLF\VROXWLRQLVWRQXGJHWKH
PRVWYXOQHUDEOHJURXSVLQWREHLQJµVPDUWHU¶FRQVXPHUV&/WKXVH[SORLWVRXULUUDWLRQDO
µLQQHUOL]DUG¶DQGXVHVHPRWLRQDOPDQLSXODWLRQWRVWHer target groups, many of whom may not 
be able to afford, let alone have the facilities to cook, the healthy foods recommended. With 
its narrow, utilitarian insistence on freedom of choice, nudge overlooks the fact that what 
ultimately matters is not the will to be healthy, but the capability to be. 
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The ideological work in nudge and C4L is multimodal and subtle, making it difficult to 
identify. For this very reason, I argue, it is important for (M)CDA to extend its critical gaze to 
these ever more subtle techniques of governance as they take hold in public life. 
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